
363

C H A P T E R  T W E N T Y- O N E  

Toxic, Hazardous
and Nuclear Waste

Toxic, hazardous, and nuclear waste
present two distinct challenges:

addressing a legacy resulting from improp-
er and inadequate methods for disposing
of hazardous substances, and ensuring
that present procedures are satisfactory for
safeguarding the future. In addition, there
is a further challenge: protecting public
health and the environment from toxic
pollution in ways that are more effective,
efficient, affordable, and fair. 

The legacy of past behavior and the
inadequacy of scientific understanding
came to light dramatically in the late
1970s, when the nation was alerted to
extensive contamination at Love Canal,



Inventory (TRI), a database on releases,
off-site transfers, and other waste-manage-
ment activities for over 650 chemicals
and chemical categories from manufac-
turing facilities. The act also provides for
states to establish state and local plan-
ning groups to develop emergency
response plans for each community. To
date, states have established over 3,400
Local Emergency Planning Committees
(LEPCs). Facilities are required to make
information available to the public
through LEPCs on the hazardous chemi-
cals present at that facility. A 1994 nation-



threat to human health and the environ-
ment. EPA’s remedial program is focused
on these NPL sites. By September 1995,



tion, and thus the natural resource dam-
age programs have had more limited sup-
port than EPA’s remedial program. To
enhance the program authority of natural
resource agencies that now lack access to
the Superfund, Executive Order 13016
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The report also found that a number
of reforms are necessary to maximize the
efficiency and effectiveness of the
cleanup effort, and to ensure that the
cleanups can be achieved within antici-
pated budget constraints. These include
reforms to CERCLA; regulatory and
administrative reforms to cleanup pro-
grams; management reforms at the agen-
cies responsible for cleanups; and budget
reforms to ensure more predictable fund-



The risk to human health and the
environment posed by these releases
depends on many factors, including the
toxicity of the chemical, the extent of
exposure, the type of release, and the
conditions of the environment. Small
releases of highly toxic chemicals may
present a greater risk than large releases
of less toxic chemicals. Direct releases to
the air may pose a greater threat to
human health than contained releases,
such as certain types of underground
injection.

According to TRI data for on-site
releases in 1994, 22,744 facilities released
2.26 billion pounds of listed toxic chemi-
cals into the environment (Figure 21.2).
Air emissions accounted for 69 percent of
the total, followed by underground injec-
tion (much of it controlled releases into
subsurface wells) at 15 percent, releases
to landfills and other types of land dispos-
al at 13 percent, and releases to water at 3
percent.

Facilities also transferred nearly 3.8
billion pounds of toxic chemicals to off-
site locations for recycling, energy recov-
ery, treatment, and disposal (Figure



TRI designates 118 chemicals as
known or suspected carcinogens. More
than 177 million pounds of TRI-listed
carcinogens were released to the air,





Since 1988, air emissions have
declined by 912 million pounds, or 40.5
percent. From 1993 to 1994, total air
emissions declined by more than 50 mil-
lion pounds, from 1.40 billion pounds to
1.35 billion pounds. Of the 10 chemicals
with the greatest decreases in air emis-
sions, three were ozone-depleting chemi-
cals that were scheduled for phaseout by
January 1, 1996. Air emissions of
methanol rose 24 percent, largely

relreases in 199. y



largest decreases from 1988–94 were
reported by the electrical equipment,
leather, and measurement/photographic
instruments industries. The chemical
industry has reduced its releases by 47.1





forecast to continue increasing (4.3 per-



almost entirely by nuclear weapons pro-
duction processes. Disposal via long-term
isolation is planned for these wastes in



Reform Steps

In recent years the Clinton Adminis-
tration has tried to fine-tune federal poli-
cies on hazardous waste, emphasizing the
targeting of regulations toward higher-risk
chemicals, reducing the economic bur-
den of the program, and encouraging
greater community participation.

In November 1995, EPA proposed a
new hazardous waste identification rule
that will dramatically refocus the regula-
tory program on high-risk waste. When



cally suffered from a variety of environ-
mental problems. Key stakeholders have
worked together to inform the communi-
ty of ongoing environmental initiatives
and progress, and to solicit input on
future initiatives. The program has
employed “good neighbor dialogues” to
inform residents of progress in reducing
releases of TRI chemicals. These chemi-
cals have shown a marked decrease
between 1988 and 1993. The effect can
be seen directly: local hospital staff con-
tend that the elimination of chemical
spills at Monsanto and other industrial




